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There is much discussion among IS academics in general and those who
belong to IFIP WG 8.2 in particular of appropriate research methods and their
underlying philosophical foundations. Discussion on research methods has
tended to focus on the debate between those who advocate empirical methods
based on validating models, frameworks, and hypotheses by means of surveys
buttressed by an array of statistical tests, and the advocates of interpretive,
qualitative research based on observation, interviews, and case studies. The
debate has resulted in the publication of a comprehensive literature, part of
which questions the validity of one or other of the approaches, but part of which
attempts to define under what circumstances each is appropriate. Yet other
discussants suggest the virtues of pluralistic approaches.
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However, there is a style of research widely used that has received rather
less attention in the literature. The research involves collaboration between one
or more academic groups working with a group of practitioners from one or
more enterprises or public sector departments. The research questions typically
addressed relate to issues of practice, with an emphasis on the research team
developing improvements in the way things are done. The research is normally
situated in the real world, rather than in an experimental or simulated world.
The practitioner elements of the research team are mostly directly involved as
part of their normal working life in the work area being studied.

Because the research attempts to improve “living” practice, the research
team has to intervene in the actual processes used, hence the notion of action
research. Of course, like the other research methods, the researchers have to
attempt to explain the outcomes of their interventions, either basing these on
theoretical foundations or using a grounded theory approach, developing
theories from an analysis of the outcomes.

As in much IS research, major issues revolve around issues of relevance,
validation, and generalization. Indeed, some social researchers question the
legitimacy of this type of research, although the issue of relevance is rarely
raised.

It is felt that collaborative action research is an important weapon in the
research armory and some of its chief advocates will set out the case for the
approach and its role in IS research, and will discuss the important issues of
method, relevance, validation, and generalization. A case study of a completed
research project will be published on the conference website and all those who
wish to come to the panel should come prepared by having read the case. Mike
Cushman, who was lead researcher of the project, will remind attendees of some
of the issues arising from the research.

The B-Hive (Building a High Value Construction Environment) Project was
a UK joint industry/academic research project running from 1997 to 1999. The
project was managed by one of the construction industry partners, rather than a
university. The project briefrequired the participants to, “Demonstrate by appli-
cation on selected live projects, how emerging information and communication
technologies can support restructured project organizations that are committed
to continuous value improvement.” An action-research approach was prescribed
in the original project proposal.

The main product of the research was a process designed to enable
managerial reflection upon critical incidents in construction projects involving
managers from all of the key contract companies called COLA (Cross-
Organizational Learning Approach). This was not an outcome anticipated by any
of the B-Hive participants and could only have been achieved through the
iteration through repeated stages of intervention, reflection, and adaptation
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permitted by an action-research approach. The mutual education of university
and construction company staff and the, at times, onerous processes required to
maintain continued ownership of process allowed for radical redefinition of both
the problem and the permissible solutions. In particular when the initial surveys
showed low levels of adoption of ICTs in the industry, it allowed focus to shift
to innovative processes for the use of less sophisticated technologies such as
e-mail, Microsoft Office applications, and digital cameras rather than the
creation of more advanced artefacts that would have little chance of adoption
within the industry environment.
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